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Despite recognised efforts to improve access of girls and women to education, many still face numerous barriers to access learning opportunities, ranging from basic education 
to higher education level. Several factors hinder their participation 
and achievement in the formal education system and contribute 
to significant gender equalities in education: namely, the quality of 
teaching and insensitive gender teaching and learning environments, 
plus cultural and social norms lead many girls and young women to 
leave education altogether. 
Prioritising gender equality in and through education is crucial 
to achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) that the 
international community set itself to achieve by 2030. Yet, one 
third of the way to that deadline, new projections prepared by the 
UNESCO Institute for Statistics and the Global Education Monitoring 
Report show that the world will fail its SDG education commitments 
without a major escalation of progress.
This collection of ESRC-DFID-funded research provides valuable 
evidence on strategies to ensure that we meet our pledge to 
eliminate gender inequalities in education. Beyond ensuring that 
every child – both girls and boys – is in school and learning, it 
highlights new approaches to how gender equality in and through 
education can be measured, which is crucial to achieving more than 
just gender parity in education. 
The collection also demonstrates the need to work together to bring 
about change. In the case of Honduras, for example, community and 
teacher partnerships are working to promote gender equality and 
equip adolescents with the skills and information they need to take 
charge of their reproductive health and complete secondary school. 
The Honduras case also highlights the benefits of targeted social-
emotional learning activities, which can be particularly effective for 
girls in conflict-affected contexts. 
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and agenda 2063 
provide new opportunities in the long struggle towards achieving 
gender equality. We need robust evidence if we want accountability 
and the realisation of girls’ and women’s rights. This will help us to 
better understand how different groups of women are excluded 
because of their gender, age, dis-ability, class, ethnicity, religion, and 
many other factors. However, data alone is not enough; we need to 
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Girls study in a classroom at a primary school in Malawi.
Key messages
• New approaches to measuring gender equality in education 
are crucial to actions that go beyond just gender parity.
• Collaborative approaches to curriculum design can help 
promote gender equality.
• Non-formal learning strategies that include skills such as 
social-emotional learning opportunities should be considered 
to promote girls’ learning in conflict-affected contexts.
engage with our partners to drive policy change aligned with the 
needs of the stakeholders.
This collection is looking at new approaches to contribute to 
gender equality in educational systems. Both the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development and Agenda 2063 – The Africa We Want 
provide new opportunities in the long struggle towards achieving 
gender transformative education.  
Dr Rita Bissoonauth
Head of Diplomatic Mission, African Union/International Centre for 
Girls’ and Women’s Education in Africa.
 Foreword 
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Measuring gender equality in education   
Despite more girls than boys enrolling in primary school in many 
countries in sub-Saharan Africa, large numbers of girls, particularly 
from the poorest socioeconomic groups, drop out and do not 
progress to secondary school. However, current statistics fail 
to reveal the complexities of how inequalities hold girls back. 
Researchers from University College London (UCL), in collaboration 
with partners in South Africa and Malawi, are working to get 
more accurate and usable information to better understand how 
entrenched discriminatory gender relationships and social norms 
limit rights to education. 
Achieving gender equality is at the heart of the Sustainable 
Development Goal (SDG) agenda. SDG 5 (gender equality) explicitly 
targets key areas of inequality, and SDG 4 (education) outlines a 
number of gender equality-related targets. These targets are 
brought together in General Recommendation 36 by the Committee 
on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, which sets 
out the ambition to achieve gender equality not only in but also 
through education. 
Building on these targets and recommendation, ‘Accountability for 
gender equality in education: Critical perspectives on an indicator 
framework for the Sustainable Development Goals’ project (known 
as AGEE) is moving forward the debate around gender and girls’ 
schooling by exploring what gender inequality and equality in 
education looks like, and how it can be measured.
The technique of measuring gender parity (the number of girls vs 
boys) does not sufficiently capture the range of relationships and 
values associated with the notion of gender equality in education, 
and what learning outcomes relating to gender equality might entail. 
Measuring gender parity tends to underplay a connection between 
education, women’s rights, and social justice. Used alone, it is not 
a clear enough indicator of the relationships within and beyond 
education and therefore, what needs to be changed.
Through interviews and group discussions conducted in Malawi and 
South Africa and with representatives of key global organisations, 
and reviews of existing data sets, the research team is gathering data 
on laws and policies (whether or not these are put into practice); 
learning assessed through examinations, and other indications 
of attitudes; families’ approach to organising work and managing 
budgets; teachers’ attitudes; school-based gender violence, sexual 
harassment, and coercion; and lack of reproductive rights.  
Drawing on conceptual work informed by the capability approach 
and reflections on the availability of data, the team is developing an 
alternative framework that captures a broader range of information 
on gender and education equality that looks beyond gender parity 
(i.e. girls as a proportion of boys). This includes information on:
• Gender and resources for education – including money, 
buildings, and staff;
• Constraints to converting resources into opportunities – for 
example, difficulties in implementing policies, distributing 
finance or understanding gender and other inequalities;
• Attitudes of teachers, parents and students on gender 
inequality/equality that affect schooling – for example, whether 
or not girls are required to do large amounts of childcare and 
domestic work, and if teachers assume that girls cannot do 
mathematics or science; and
• Gender outcomes of education (progression, learning outcomes) 
and beyond education – for example, political and cultural 
participation and connections with health, employment, 
earning, and leisure.
This nuanced approach to understanding and measuring gender 
inequality and equality forms an important contribution to the 
discussions on metrics under consideration for two targets (SDG 4.7 
and SDG 4a) on education that have a focus on practices around 
gender equality. 
The team hopes that this framework will build and enhance 
accountability between governments, NGOs, and the public 
with regard to work on gender equality in education, particularly 
with organisations engaging with the SDGs. The Global Education 
Monitoring Report – Gender Report: Building Bridges for Gender Equality 
(2019) used elements of this framework for its monitoring on gender 
equality in education, identifying six domains to develop better 
substantive measures of gender equality in education.
National statistical offices in Malawi and South Africa, academics, 
and activist organisations are reviewing the framework and looking 
at how it can be used to draw out key gender issues to inform more 
gender-responsive education sector planning. At the international 
level, in partnership with a team at the Global Education Monitoring 
Report, a framework has been developed to monitor gender equality 
across countries. This uses the national level dashboard, but also 
draws on data that are already routinely collected across countries. 
Having this richer source of information on gender inequality and 
equality in education will help policymakers truly understand the 
multiple barriers that girls face in realising their right to go to school 
and learn. It will contribute to the building of education systems that 
take account of broader gendered barriers holding children back – 
especially girls – and identify strategies to address them, and then 
measure progress towards closing these critical gender gaps.
SEE ALSO:
Unterhalter, E. (2019) ‘The Many Meanings of Quality Education: Politics of Targets and 
Indicators in SDG4’, Global Policy 10.1: 39–51.
Unterhalter, E. (ed.) (2018) Measuring the Unmeasurable in Education, Abingdon: Taylor and Francis.
BLOG POSTS:
Unterhalter, E.; Bella, N. and Davies, J. (2019) ‘Making Gender Equality a Reality in 
Education: What Will it Take?’, Global Partnership for Education, Education for All Blog, 
6 March.
Project title: Accountability for gender equality in education: 
Critical perspectives on an indicator framework for the Sustainable 
Development Goals. 
Professor Elaine Unterhalter
Professor of Education and International Development and Co-Director 
of the Centre for Education & International Development 
University College London Institute of Education
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In Honduras, 34 per cent of girls are married before the age of 18, 
and 8 per cent are married before their fifteenth birthday (UNICEF). 
Child marriage can be devastating for girls’ health and wellbeing. It 
denies them their childhood, their right to go to school and learn, 
to be independent, and exposes them to increased health problems 
and violence. 
In some countries, research has shown that the longer a girl stays in 
school, the less likely she is to be married before the age of 18 and 
have children during her teenage years. However, in Central and Latin 
America, increased access to education has not resulted in a significant 
decrease in the rate of child marriage or early pregnancy, suggesting 
that expanding girls’ access to schooling alone might not have a 
significant impact on the timing of early marriage and pregnancy. 
Using data from a mixed-methods longitudinal study of adolescent 
girls, researchers from the University of California, Berkeley, and the 
Universidad Pedagógica Nacional Francisco Morazán, Honduras, have 
examined the relationship between schooling, child marriage, and 
early childbearing in rural Honduras. 
In 2008, the research team began following 684 rural Honduran girls 
who were in their final year of primary school, and conducted indepth 
interviews with 24 of them at three time points over an eight-year 
period. The research collected from Sistema de Aprendizaje Tutorial 
(SAT) schools and Centros de Educación Básicos (CEB) schools found 
that only 8 per cent of girls returned to school after they had married. 
The data identified a number of factors that influenced a girl’s 
decision to leave school including: 
• A lack of interest in schooling – along with economic pressures, 
researchers found that many students decided to leave school 
because they did not see the value of a secondary education. 
Despite being encouraged by parents and teachers, girls identified 
a lack of opportunities to further educational or economic 
opportunities due to structural limitations such as poverty and 
geographical isolation. 
• Exercising the right to marry – girls did not always marry because 
they were forced, were pregnant or faced economic hardship; 
but rather, often as an expression of romantic desire.  However, 
although girls reported entering unions willingly, researchers 
found that most girls reported regretting this decision. 
• The burden of motherhood – many girls reported not feeling 
ready to become mothers, consistently describing a lack 
of knowledge of and/or successful use of contraception. 
In Honduras, discussion among family members about 
developmental changes involving biological changes, sexuality, 
and intimacy were described as taboo, and as a consequence, 
adolescents were often unprepared for these transitions. 
Honduras has committed to eliminate child marriage by 2030 in line 
with SDG 5.3 and accordingly, the findings highlight several important 
policy considerations for: 
• The continued need to provide financial assistance/cash transfers so 
that poverty does not prevent girls from completing secondary school; 
• Undertaking more research to understand why many girls lose 
interest in school, since after poverty this is the second most 
common reason for dropout; and
• Expanding opportunities for learning about gender and 
sexuality in schools so that girls (and boys) develop attitudes 
and practices that foster equitable relationships and prevent 
unplanned pregnancies.
In Honduras, the project team has closely engaged with government 
officials, including the Minister of Education, and with donors, to 
explore how to provide comprehensive sex education programmes 
in schools. 
The findings have led to a new partnership between the researchers, 
the Bayan Association (a Honduran educational organisation), and 
the Honduran Ministry of Education. Using design-based research 
methodology, these groups have worked in partnership to develop 
an intervention called ‘Addressing Child Marriage through Holistic 
Education’ (ACMHE). In collaboration with students, parents and 
teachers, ACMHE aims to support the prevention of child marriage 
in rural areas by designing a culturally relevant curriculum. It has been 
implemented via textbooks (which include gender equality, puberty, 
and decision making processes exercises) for both students and 
parents as part of the mainstream curriculum in 21 secondary schools. 
In 2020, the research team plan to start a nationwide expansion of 
ACMHE in schools administered by the Bayan Association, which 
has a presence in 12 of the 18 administrative regions of Honduras.
In order to eliminate child marriage by 2030, the research team hope 
these findings will encourage policies and practices that promote 
gender equality and equip adolescents with the skills and information 
they need to take charge of their reproductive health and complete 
secondary school.
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Honduras: A girl writes on a blackboard in San Pedro Sula.
SEE ALSO:
The Impact Initiative (ed.) (2018) Quality Teaching, ESRC-DFID Research for Policy and Practice, Brighton: IDS.
Project title: Examining effective teaching in rural Honduran 
secondary schools.
Erin Murphy-Graham 
Graduate School of Education, University of California, Berkeley, USA
Diana Pacheco 
Graduate School of Education, University of California, Berkeley, USA
School, child marriage and early childbearing in rural Honduras 
www.theimpactinitiative.net 4 of 6
Quality education is of particular importance for children in Niger’s 
south-eastern Diffa, a region affected by security threats and natural 
disasters: it can protect them against school dropout, child labour, 
and poverty. Schoolchildren in Diffa, particularly girls, often struggle 
with social-emotional and mental health problems that can hinder 
their learning and wellbeing. However, researchers from New York 
University have found that access to targeted social-emotional 
learning activities can be helpful and even more beneficial for girls 
than for boys in conflict-affected areas like Diffa. 
During 2016–17, the International Rescue Committee (IRC) delivered 
its Learning in a Healing Classroom (Healing Classrooms) programme 
to bolster learning outcomes for and school retention of the students 
attending public schools in the Diffa region. Healing Classrooms 
provided remedial after-school tutoring sessions in addition to regular 
schooling, accompanied by teacher professional development and 
training in how to infuse social-emotional learning (SEL) principles into 
reading and mathematics teaching. In addition to Healing Classrooms 
tutoring, IRC provided low-cost targeted SEL programmes that could 
be incorporated into Healing Classroom programmes.  
Researchers from Global TIES for Children at New York University 
conducted an experimental evaluation of the Healing Classrooms 
programme and the targeted SEL activities as part of the project, 
‘Promoting children’s learning outcomes in conflict-affected countries: 
Evidence for action in Niger’. This project was designed to provide 
the first ever rigorous evidence of how non-formal, ‘complementary’ 
education programmes can support conflict-affected children’s 
academic and social-emotional outcomes, and how it may impact 
girls’ and boys’ academic and social-emotional outcomes differently. 
A total of 1,800 children from the 30 public schools in Diffa region 
were randomly selected to receive Healing Classrooms programming 
from the 4,994 second to fourth graders who are eligible for remedial 
education.  The participating schools were then randomised to one 
of two conditions: 
• ‘Healing Classrooms Tutoring’: students received six hours weekly 
of Healing Classrooms SEL-infused academic tutoring services for 
22 weeks; 
• ‘Healing Classrooms Tutoring + Targeted SEL’: students received 
six hours weekly of Healing Classrooms remedial services plus 
11 weeks of mindfulness exercises, followed by 11 weeks of 
‘brain games’ that used movement and playfulness to target 
core executive functioning skills. 
The findings suggest that students who attended public schools 
and received the Healing Classroom remedial tutoring programmes 
demonstrated greater literacy and mathematics skills after 22 weeks 
of implementation compared to eligible students who attended the 
same public school but did not receive Healing Classrooms tutoring. 
In addition, they found the targeted SEL activities (mindfulness and 
brain games) improved students’ school grades, but not reading 
and mathematics performance, over those involved only in Healing 
Classrooms Tutoring. Healing Classrooms plus targeted SEL activities 
improved children’s academic skills equally for both boys and girls.
The addition of targeted SEL programming, and mindfulness activities 
in particular, was found to be effective for children’s social-emotional 
outcomes, particularly for girls. On average, students of both genders 
who had access to Healing Classrooms Tutoring plus mindfulness were 
less likely than students who only had access to Healing Classrooms 
Tutoring to report feelings of sadness or aggression in response 
to hypothetical social situations where such displays of emotion 
may not be appropriate. Importantly, girls benefited more from the 
mindfulness activities than boys; specifically, girls who had access to 
mindfulness activities were better able to regulate their sad emotions 
and aggressive impulses than boys in the same condition. In addition, 
accessing targeted SEL activities reduced girls’ reports of school-related 
stress levels, while boys’ stress levels remained the same regardless of 
whether they practised mindfulness activities or not. These findings 
suggest that the mindfulness activities, when accompanied by remedial 
tutoring programmes, potentially help children, and especially girls, 
to better adapt and adjust in social settings in schools and homes, 
leading to better academic and social-emotional development.  
This study is not alone in finding gender differences for social-
emotional intervention impacts, but there is currently little evidence 
as to why. Girls may be more aware of and reactive to their negative 
emotions and more susceptible than boys to internalising stress; a 
mindfulness approach, which emphasises non-judgmental awareness 
and regulation of feelings, may therefore allow girls to be more aware 
of and less reactive to their negative emotions. Alternatively, different 
developmental trajectories of boys and girls may affect the appeal 
and/or suitability of the intervention.  
The findings demonstrate that targeted SEL results appear to be 
particularly robust for girls, who are at higher risk of poor schooling 
and mental health outcomes. The research provides evidence that 
quality non-formal learning opportunities, such as remedial tutoring 
programmes, can complement the formal education system in a 
conflict-affected country like Niger by supporting children’s schooling 
and learning outcomes.   
The project has significantly strengthened awareness that teacher 
training and curricular programmes should consider adding targeted 
and affordable SEL strategies to promote learning and wellbeing in 
conflict-affected countries. 
ESRC-DFID Research for Policy and Practice Gender and education
Raising learning outcomes for girls in conflict-affected contexts 
SEE ALSO:
Education in Emergencies: Evidence for Action (3EA) (2017) IRC Healing Classrooms 
Retention Support Programming Improves Syrian Refugee Children’s Learning In Lebanon, 
Impact Report 1.1
Education in Emergencies: Evidence for Action (3EA) (2019) IRC Healing Classrooms 
Remedial Tutoring Programming Improves Nigerien and Nigerian Children’s Learning, 
Impact Report 2.1
Project title: Promoting children’s learning outcomes in conflict-affected 
countries: Evidence for action in Niger.
Professor John Lawrence Aber 
New York University, USA
Lindsay Brown 
New York University, USA
Ha Yeon Kim 
New York University, USA
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 Series of Research for Policy and Practice papers 
Impact Initiative Research for Policy and Practice papers provide key messages and research evidence for policymakers, practitioners, 
NGOs, and others engaged in development policy and practice. These collections of research provide direct insights into how projects 
enabled by the ESRC-DFID Strategic Partnership demonstrate the depth and breadth of research impact in key areas including: disability, 
gender, education, social protection, teaching, and urban resilience. 
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Disability and 
education
Bringing together examples of 
crosscutting work on disability 
and education, this collection 
provides valuable new evidence 
on what governments must 
consider to ensure that children 
with disabilities benefit from 
quality education without 
discrimination or exclusion. It 
highlights the value of a study 
led by deaf researchers in India; 
explores school-readiness in Malawi; offers greater understanding 
of the experiences and challenges faced by children with disabilities 
within the classroom across six countries; and advances strategies 
on how to support the learning and teaching of children facing 
multiple disadvantages, including disabilities, in India and Pakistan.
Read/download pdf: https://bit.ly/2mmqq0z
Women, work and 
social protection
This collection explores the 
need for a holistic approach 
to social protection that 
moves beyond a framing of 
poverty alleviation being 
primarily about access to the 
traditional labour market and 
cash transfers, to one that 
encompasses a broader range 
of considerations. It draws on 
research from Bangladesh, 
Malawi, Lesotho, South Africa, and Rwanda.
Read/download pdf: http://bit.ly/2JjgO2C
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Women’s life choices
This collection identifies the 
critical elements that need 
addressing if women’s and girls’ 
lives are to change for the better. 
It explores mobility constraints 
experienced by girls and how 
lack of transport options hamper 
their access to paid work, health 
services, and schooling; looks 
at the barriers that women face 
regarding lifesaving diagnostic 
treatment and maternal health-
care services; and highlights 
the role of education systems in enhancing women’s economic 
opportunities. The collection draws on research from Ethiopia, Ghana, 
India, Lesotho, Laos, Malawi, Nigeria, South Africa, and Yemen.
Read/download pdf: https://bit.ly/2JvtmUn
Quality teaching 
This collection explores the 
process of teaching and 
the factors that make good 
quality teaching. Drawing 
on evidence across three 
continents, it highlights 
innovative teacher training 
and recruitment approaches 
that are improving learning 
outcomes in Honduras; a 
classroom observation tool 
that has improved teaching 
in Uganda; how Professional 
Learning Communities can improve teaching quality in China; 
and the way that transforming teaching quality through active 
learning is having an impact in Ethiopia.
Read/download pdf: https://bit.ly/2ArD1JE
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Foreword 
Sustainable Development Goal 4 aims to ensure that no one should be left behind in education. Having been completely left out of the Millennium Development Goals, disability 
rights activists advocated for a disability inclusive framework 
for sustainable development – drawing on increasingly available 
research to inform this advocacy. 
Despite efforts by governments, policymakers and practitioners 
to ensure inclusive quality education for all learners, disability 
continues to be one of the primary causes of educational exclusion. 
We still lack the full picture of why girls and boys with disabilities are 
more likely to drop out of education and what methods may support 
their learning processes. 
Disability rights activists depend on research-based evidence to 
shape advocacy and influence education policymakers to develop 
effective responses. We need research on how children with 
disabilities learn and thrive from early childhood and how to ensure a 
foundation for higher learning and employment. We need a nuanced 
and contextualised picture of challenges and good practices to fill 
the knowledge gaps. 
This collection of ESRC–DFID funded research provides valuable 
new evidence on what governments must consider in order to 
ensure that children with disabilities benefit from quality education 
without discrimination or exclusion. This research contains excellent, 
globally relevant and contextually grounded evidence of how the 
education sector can plan and design policies with a lasting impact 
for children with disabilities. It highlights the value of a study led 
by deaf researchers in India; explores school-readiness in Malawi; 
offers greater understanding of the experiences and challenges 
faced by children with disabilities within the classroom across six 
countries; and advances strategies on how to support the learning 
and teaching of children facing multiple disadvantages, including 
disabilities, in India and Pakistan. 
Collectively, the research also highlights how to use available tools 
to identify children with disabilities in national surveys in ways that 
can inform planning while avoiding stigmatising families and children 
with disabilities. The research should be promoted by all disability 
rights advocates and read by all planners aiming to implement 
Sustainable Development Goal.
However, we still need to know and understand more. The World 
Bank’s 2018 World Development Report highlights how girls with 
disabilities are more likely to drop out of school than their male 
peers; how the issue of intersectionality between disability and 
other forms of disadvantage is still poorly documented; and how 
too many girls with disabilities leave school without basic literacy 
and numeracy skills. As the clock ticks towards 2030, evidence is 
urgently needed on how to tackle these challenges. 
We must keep our promise to all girls and boys who are left behind 
and respond to the needs of all learners. 
Trine Cecilie Riis-Hansen 
Head of Advocacy and Policy 
PLAN International Norway
Key messages
• Adopt collaborative approaches to working with 
beneficiaries, partners and stakeholders – including 
people with disabilities as research partners.
• Adopt a more holistic approach to addressing 
educational exclusion of children with disabilities, 
focusing on intersecting disadvantage associated 
with factors such as poverty and gender.
• Collect data that identifies children with disabilities 
in household- and school-based surveys to track 
their progress in learning and access.
• Recognising that children with disabilities are 
increasingly in mainstream schools, identify and 
adopt strategies that support them in the classroom 
and tackle discrimination they may face.
 Foreword 
To accomplish the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development it is absolutely mission-critical to unlock and properly account for women’s untapped economic potential and their wider 
contributions to society. This must go hand in hand with promoting 
dignity and self-reliance. Doing so is of direct and urgent relevance 
to the ambitions that underpin the Sustainable Development Goals 
related to: ending poverty; achieving gender equality; achieving full 
employment and decent work for all; and reducing inequality.
When Ela Bhatt founded the Self-Employed Women’s Association 
of India (SEWA) in 1972, she spoke passionately about the need to 
reframe poverty alleviation. She said, ‘What we really are looking for 
is self-reliance and that is how we should measure success.’ 
By adopting a holistic approach to social protection we move beyond 
an outdated framing of poverty alleviation as being primarily about 
access to the traditional labour market and cash transfers. To 
meaningfully tackle persistent poverty – particularly how it manifests 
for women – social protection must encompass a much broader range 
of considerations. The selection of ESRC-DFID-funded research that 
follows presents pertinent examples of how this applies in practice.
A study in Bangladesh shows that home-based self-employment, 
which is overwhelmingly preferred by women, offers considerable 
advantages despite being excluded from official data and largely 
overlooked by policymakers. In Rwanda, we see how a national public 
works programme provides opportunities for significant numbers of 
women (and by extension their households) to benefit from diversifying 
their income thus reducing vulnerability to shocks and exposure to risk. 
A study in Malawi and Lesotho demonstrates that while cash transfers 
have a role to play in shoring up the living standards of some of the 
poorest women, they have limited utility with regard to enabling them 
to contribute in a full and satisfying way to their communities. A study 
from South Africa demonstrates that basic employment alone is not 
enough to tackle the lack of dignity that characterises the experience 
of so many women living in or on the margins of poverty.
While undeniable strides have been made towards gender equality 
in recent decades, more often than not this has happened in spite of 
rather than because of the prevailing approaches to economic policy 
and social protection. Typically, traditional modes of thinking result in 
missed opportunities and suboptimal outcomes for women because 
they fail to recognise and address the complexity and nuances of 
women’s experiences, needs and contributions to the economy. Until 
these things are routinely addressed, Ela Bhatt’s vision of self-reliance 
for all women and the ambitions of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development will remain elusive. 
Mandu Reid
National Spokesperson for the UK Women’s Equality Party
ESRC-DFID Research for Policy and Practice:  
Women, work and social protection
Research jointly funded by the ESRC and DFID
Key messages
• Policymakers should use frameworks that recognise and 
capture the economic impact of all relevant activities 
undertaken by both genders, including unpaid work and 
caring obligations, the lion’s share of which falls to women. 
• Social protection strategies for women surviving on very 
low incomes must go beyond cash transfers and include 
measures that uphold dignity and promote self-reliance, 
such as income-generating schemes.
• Where policy is focussed on providing women with access 
to the traditional labour market, the quality of employment 
opportunities must be considered alongside measures 
that support women juggling household and caring 
responsibilities for children and other family members.
March 2019
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A single mother, with her three children and one of their friends, South Africa.
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Foreword 
Women contribute enormously to economies, whether by doing unpaid domestic work, agricultural work, or participating in businesses. Yet they often face tremendous challenges in 
their daily lives, such as difficulty in even having their voices heard 
or gaining a foothold in job markets. They are subject to violence and 
discrimination, lack of access to health-care services, and inequalities 
in education, which in turn impede them from accessing economic 
opportunities. 
According to the Global Education Monitoring Report 2016 produced 
by UNESCO, 63 per cent of women who have not attained even 
minimal literacy skills live in rural areas in sub-Saharan Africa and 
Asia. In 2015, the United Nations Millennium Development Goals 
Report noted that the large majority of Africa’s high rate of maternal 
deaths occur in the rural areas where only 56 per cent of births are 
attended by skilled personnel. These statistics alone paint a startling 
picture, showing that women, especially those in rural areas, are 
still disadvantaged despite decades of efforts and progress made to 
improve their lives.
This collection of ESRC-DFID-funded research identifies critical 
elements that are important to address if women’s and girls’ lives are 
to change for the better. The research looks at the mobility constraints 
experienced by girls and how a lack of access to means of transport 
hampers their access to paid work, health services, and schooling. It 
also identifies the barriers that women face when it comes to attending 
lifesaving diagnostic treatment or accessing maternal health-care 
services. Furthermore, it emphasises the significant role of education 
systems in not only enhancing women’s economic opportunities but 
also in helping to bridge the gender gap by shaping young people’s 
aspirations in their future career choices.
On the basis of this evidence, several key interventions have been 
identified that will transform the lives of women and girls, especially 
those in poor, rural, and marginalised populations. For instance, it is 
vital to find a way to increase the accessibility of disease diagnostic 
treatment. The research also highlights the value of using existing 
spatial data to tackle exclusion from health-care services. In addition, 
the research identifies the need to strengthen the relationships 
between school and community, teachers and learners, if we are to 
increase young women’s life choices.
To achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls (Goal 
5 of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development), there has to be 
investment in research. However, for research to have an impact, it 
is critical that it is linked to policymaking. Research provides much 
needed evidence for policymakers to design policies and programmes 
as well as influence the allocation of the requisite resources. 
This collective research supported by ESRC-DFID will no doubt 
contribute to the knowledge and evidence that policymakers need to 
address gender disparities and improve the lives of women and girls. 
Adequate policies, programmes, and investments in women’s health 
and education not only lift women’s living standards but also pave a 
way towards gender equality. Unless women are equipped to reach 
their full potential and are empowered to make their own life choices, 
the 2030 Agenda Goals will be missed
Thokozile Ruzvidzo
Director of Social Development Policy Division
United Nations Economic Commission for Africa
ESRC-DFID Research for Policy and Practice:  
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Research jointly funded by the ESRC and DFID
Key messages
• Stronger consideration of gendered mobility needs is 
essential;
• Combine different types of evidence, for example spatial 
maps and interviews, to improve programme design with an 
understanding of local realities;   
• Work with a range of actors, including being clear about their 
role as this often results in more meaningful and sustained 
networks and interventions;  
• If education systems are to encourage young people to 
aspire to alternative futures, governments, donors and 
development agencies should focus on more than just 
providing educational resources, but should seek to bring 
together communities, teachers, and children to better 
understand the challenges faced by women and girls.
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 Foreword 
Teachers are crucial to achieving the ambitions articulated in Sustainable Development Goal 4, which aims to ensure that no one should be left behind in education. Their motivation, skills and 
knowledge will literally determine whether hundreds of millions of 
children are able to see a path out of the global learning crisis.
However, the process of teaching – and what truly makes it good 
quality – remains something of a ‘black box’ to both academics and 
practitioners. That should perhaps not be surprising: without the 
appropriate support, teaching in developing countries can be a solitary 
and often lonely profession for teachers who are struggling against so 
many odds. I am delighted therefore that this collection of ESRC-DFID 
funded research sheds light on that process. 
From evidence across three continents, some of the key learnings 
that have emerged include: how more flexible, locally driven models 
of recruitment and support can be made available affordably 
and at scale in Honduras; and, drawing evidence from China, how 
Professional Learning Communities can be a strong factor for building 
peer collaboration and support among teachers, particularly if backed 
by the right school support structures and embodying some key 
principles. The research also highlights how enhanced classroom 
practice tools can significantly strengthen the granularity of 
feedback that teachers receive in Uganda; and how a combination 
of pre-service and in-service training in Ethiopia led to more learner-
centred teaching, and with it learners’ own engagement in the 
education process.
As a practitioner I am excited about starting to apply these lessons in 
our work at STIR Education, and I hope to contribute our experience 
back to the ESRC-DFID learning community. I hope other readers 
will feel very much the same and will delve into the valuable insights 
contained in this digest
Sharath Jeevan
Founder and CEO, STIR Education
www.stireducation.org
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Key messages
• Provide new teachers with well-structured induction 
programmes to support them in the classroom. 
• View teacher development as a continuum, providing 
teachers with opportunities, support and incentives to 
continue to improve.
• Use classroom observations to feed back to teachers to 
boost motivation and effort, leading to further improved 
teaching. 
• Adopt pre-service and in-service training to achieve more 
learner-centred teaching, and to encourage learners’ own 
engagement.
July 2018
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A teacher writes on a makeshift blackboard in China.
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